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Abstract
This thesis examines how nonprofits can best prepare their interns and how interns can
best prepare themselves for a role in engaging audiences through social media. Through a
literature review on nonprofit social media and internships, a series of qualitative interviews with
interns and supervisors, and my own lived experiences as a social media intern, I develop a
handbook for nonprofit social media internships. This guide is relevant to the specific
experiences of nonprofit social media internships, includes advice on training, mentorship, and
best practices, and finally, it incorporates further resources on nonprofit social media that interns
and supervisors can access. This thesis aims to fill a gap in the literature and work to manage
expectations between interns and supervisors before, during, and after their internship.
Keywords: Nonprofit, social media, internships, intern, supervisors, handbook.

Lay Summary
This thesis explores the question of how to improve the experience of a nonprofit social
media internship both for the intern and for their supervisor. I conducted research through
interviews with several interns and supervisors to discover their lived experiences, and I combine
this data with my insight as a former intern and other scholarship on the subject. This research
allows me to analyze the major problems that happen before, during, and after nonprofit social
media internships as well as potential solutions to these problems. Then, I distill these findings
into a brief and visual handbook for interns and supervisors to provide them with best practices
and advice for nonprofit social media internships.
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Nonprofit Social Media Internships: A Beginner’s Guide
Nearly every company, nonprofit organization, school, and club has some kind of social
media presence. Social media allows these groups to connect with customers, donors, members,
and potential employees, all the while changing the way individuals interact with each other
every day. Due to the pervasiveness of social media, it’s natural that there are a variety of
internships that include social media tasks. Internships are a common way for students to gain
experience in their field, while the company receives support and the chance to mentor potential
future employees. Despite its importance, many nonprofits grossly undervalue social media,
failing to make use of the opportunities that digital engagement creates while assigning social
media to interns with little preparation, often due to a lack of funding or personnel within the
organization. Interns, on the other hand, are assumed to be (and might expect to be) experts on
the subject because of their age and personal social media use, and therefore enter their role with
limited training or knowledge about the organization or about how to use social media in
professional settings. To explore this gap, this thesis answers the following questions: What do
nonprofits do on social media? What aren’t they doing? What do interns know? What don’t they
know? How can we manage expectations between these two groups so that interns are both
prepared for their roles and meet the needs of the organization? Without answering these
questions, nonprofits will not receive the level and quality of work that they require from interns,
and interns will not have a fulfilling experience.
Of course, there are many more individuals involved in the internship process in addition
to interns and supervisors, including other nonprofit professionals in the leadership of the
organizations; communication, English, public administration, and other departments at
universities; and even previous interns. However, I primarily focus on interns and immediate
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supervisors, as these are the two individuals who make up the core of that internship. In order to
improve the internship experience, both for the nonprofit and the intern, this research must first
examine the gaps in knowledge and communication between these two groups. While there
needs to be a fundamental shift in how both nonprofits and interns approach a social media
internship, there are short-term solutions presented in this research and the following handbook
that can improve the immediate experience while working towards that shift in the future.
Literature Review
There is a plethora of research relating to nonprofits and social media internships that
illuminate the gap in knowledge and communication between interns and supervisors. In my
thesis, I incorporate research on both nonprofit social media use, which describes best practices
and trends for nonprofits, and educational studies, which describe the knowledge base interns
may already have about social media. I also incorporate informal opinion articles as resources
that interns may be accessing in anticipation of their social media roles. Essentially, this
literature seeks to explore what nonprofits are already doing and failing to do with their social
media accounts, as well as the knowledge base and resources interns have access to prior to their
internship.
In summary, much of the literature points to the fact that social media is undervalued and
underutilized in nonprofits, and at the same time, interns are underprepared for social media and
multimodal writing tasks by their education. As a result, a change in both nonprofit strategy and
intern preparation is drastically required. Nonprofit leadership must recognize that social media
presence is not a goal in and of itself, nor is it a box to check off for accountability purposes –
it’s a tool for engagement and the achievement of organizational goals. That social media is often
relegated to a one-person job or passed off to an intern as additional duties demonstrates how
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undervalued this tool is in the nonprofit sector. Interns and supervisors both struggle with
creating engagement online and meeting the organizational goals. Interns enter their role
unprepared by their education and their preconceived ideas about internships. Often, the
communication between these two groups is not enough to address the misalignment in their
expectations, goals, and abilities. The problems and gaps found within the literature reinforce the
necessity of a handbook to provide guidance for both nonprofit social media interns and
supervisors with the information that they might otherwise not receive.
Trends and Best Practices in Nonprofit Social Media
Since nonprofit social media internships do not exist in a vacuum, this research process
begins by examining what nonprofits are currently doing and failing to do with their social media
accounts before the intern even arrives at the organization, and then moves on to how these
processes can be improved in the future. Across diverse readings that demonstrate how
nonprofits currently use social media to communicate with stakeholders, researchers have
focused on engagement, content strategy, and rhetoric, three areas where nonprofits often
struggle. Looking towards the future, research has also explored how nonprofits can use social
media to meet organizational goals. Essentially, this section of the literature review draws upon
research that examines larger trends in nonprofit social media usage in the past, as well as other
research that provides aspirational frameworks for achieving organizational goals in the future.
Lack of Engagement
Despite the widespread use of social media, too many nonprofits are failing to effectively
engage their followers, stakeholders, donors, and community on social media beyond simple
information sharing, which is counteractive to effective social media strategy. Many scholars,
such as Campbell et al. (2014), suggest that nonprofits are using social media as a one-way
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communication tool, to “inform” their audience of organizational events or milestones, rather
than as a digital community meant to engage various audiences through dialogue, audience
feedback, and building relationships. Research on Twitter further reveals that nonprofits aren’t
maximizing stakeholder involvement or creating virtual communities, and they are failing both
in their responsiveness and in their use of social media features (Lovejoy et al., 2012). To
achieve better engagement, nonprofits should make better use of Twitter features like public
messages, retweets, hyperlinks, or hashtags to increase interactivity with stakeholders.
Furthermore, it’s important to qualify that creating a space for dialogue on social media isn’t
enough to create engagement on its own. Instead, nonprofits should use dialogic strategies to
build relationships with stakeholders (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009).
Scholarship points to one reason why nonprofits are failing so drastically to engage their
followers, which is that they have no strategy for measuring engagement (Hou & Lampe, 2018).
Nonprofits often don’t have set routines or tools for tracking their posts, and constraints on time,
funding, and personnel create or worsen this problem, which is why social media tasks are often
given to interns. This research points to a historical trend that interns should be aware of:
nonprofits are failing to engage their followers on social media, which is an area that can and
must be improved through strategy.
Content Strategy
Scholars have also explored how different kinds of content engage audiences to different
degrees. While three of these scholars suggest slightly different categories, they all concur that
while there should be a variety of content, nonprofits are failing to branch out beyond the
informational for the majority of their audience. Waters et al. suggests that there are three
relationship development strategies on Facebook: disclosure, dissemination, and involvement
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(Waters et al. 2009). While basic disclosure of organizational activities is a common strategy,
nonprofits fail to tap into the potential of multimedia and more engaging strategies like
dissemination of information and involvement of their stakeholders. Research by Lovejoy and
Saxton (2012) suggests three slightly different content categories, but the implication is much the
same. One-way information dissemination is most prominent, whereas community dialogue and
action are less frequently used. Action is the most crucial goal of nonprofit Twitter, but
nonprofits should have a combination of all three types of content to maintain engagement,
which they are failing to do. Finally, additional research examines the implementation of these
content categories for different audiences, in this case, audiences of community foundation
websites (Saxton et al., 2007). The study found that donors receive primarily interactive content,
grant seeking organizations receive more transactional content, and the community at large
receives mostly informational content, or “brochureware.” In order to be most effective,
foundation websites should instead balance the kinds of content they provide and balance across
audiences, as well. The literature covers several platforms and analytical frameworks, but they
all point to the same conclusion: by failing to diversify their content strategies, nonprofits are
also failing to strategically engage their followers on social media.
Rhetoric
Nonprofits use social media to encourage donations, gather volunteers, and for many
other purposes. Therefore, tailoring the organization’s rhetorical use of ethos and pathos is
crucial to persuading their audience. Despite its importance, research on nonprofit social media
rhetoric is somewhat sparse, and the subject often goes unaddressed within internships, as well.
What literature exists focuses mostly on donors. For example, Smitko (2012) found that the most
effective tweets for engaging donors are persuasive and rely on an ethos that will catch their
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attention, and they also include a URL for the donors to seek more information while
participating in discourse to engage them more effectively. This framework can help nonprofits
better understand how to persuade their audience. Other scholarship connects the rhetorical
appeals of pathos found in charity letters to the historical usage of pathos (Myers, 2007), but the
emphasis on pathos found by Myers contrasts with Smitko’s emphasis on ethos and logos,
suggesting that perhaps a variety of rhetorical techniques are required. Ignoring Aristotle’s three
pillars of persuasion altogether, White and Peloza (2009) instead use the categories of “selfbenefit” versus “other-benefit” appeals for nonprofit donors. Generally, they conclude that
nonprofits should tailor their message to fit the situation: when the donation is public, otherbenefit appeals are more effective, whereas with private donation situations, self-benefit appeals
are more effective. Therefore, the medium and degree of transparency in donor situations
influence the kinds of rhetorical appeals used.
The use of rhetorical strategies in nonprofit social media is a gap in the literature that
future research should explore. Rhetorical awareness is seldom addressed explicitly in nonprofit
social media internships, and nonprofits themselves are perhaps not even aware of the
distribution of their rhetoric across ethos, logos, and pathos. This blind spot in nonprofit social
media strategy, therefore, should be examined both by further research and by nonprofit
professionals.
Organizational Goals
While previous scholarship has discussed the trends or failings of existing nonprofit
social media, other research has provided aspirational models for how nonprofits should work
meet organizational goals through social media strategy – namely, by converting social media
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engagement into action, developing a network of relationships with stakeholders, and at the same
time, ensuring that the organization has the capacity for strategy.
The ultimate goal of social media is not the posting in and of itself, but what the posts
lead to – donations, volunteers, or awareness. Guo and Saxton (2017) provide a model for how to
convert what they call “social media capital” into action and involvement. Their model describes
the inputs, the outputs, the immediate outcome, intermediate outcomes, and the strategic
outcomes of social media. It also explains how the conversion of social media capital into other
kinds of capital is required to work towards the nonprofit’s mission, making it a valuable
resource to guide nonprofits through this process. For example, as the audience of these social
media accounts becomes invested or interested in the content, they are more likely to accept
requests for donations or volunteers. In this example, social media capital is converted into
financial or human capital. The conversion process describes how to effectively make use of the
engagement that social media creates.
Finally, nonprofits must become “networked”: a process that involves a shift from
thinking as a single organization to recognizing that they are a part of a larger network, making
their strategies more efficient (Kanter & Fine, 2010). Specifically, this network builds
relationships with stakeholders beyond simple donation requests. This shift can not only help
nonprofits build social capital and achieve their organizational goals, but it also works to address
the sector’s current problems with engagement.
Often, organizations attempt to improve their social media strategy, but realities about the
organization’s capacity such as time constraints, financial resources, effective governance, and
stakeholder pressures may be thwarting their efforts (Nah & Saxton, 2012). By examining what
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makes nonprofits more likely to adopt or succeed at social media efforts, organizations can work
to address these barriers while more effectively engaging their communities on social media.
The literature on trends and best practices not only conceptualizes the larger purpose of
nonprofit social media, but most importantly, they describe how to use engagement, content
strategy, and rhetoric of nonprofit social media to achieve organizational goals and mission. The
areas of engagement and content strategy act as major areas of growth for nonprofits, while the
section on rhetoric demonstrates both a gap in the literature and a gap in nonprofit practices. By
attending to the theories presented in the organizational goals section, nonprofits can better
conceptualize how to implement these strategies with more intention. By focusing on social
media capital conversion, nonprofits can make use of engagement and content effectively. By
focusing on their network, nonprofits can deepen engagement across different audiences who
may require different content or rhetorical strategies. Finally, by focusing on what factors make
an organization successful in social media, nonprofits can better understand why their
engagement or content strategy is struggling and then work to improve.
Educational Frameworks
The above literature review on how nonprofits are using social media provides helpful
background on the industry trends, but it must also be paired with scholarship on how interns are
being educationally prepared to meet the social media needs of nonprofits. I use several
educational studies to describe what kinds of information on social media and writing interns are
receiving from formal learning environments. Many examine what kinds of marketing and social
media education undergraduate and graduate students are receiving in nonprofit management
program courses, as these courses influence the information and preconceptions about social
media that interns take into their internship. I also explore certain assumptions that pervade
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social media internships, such as seeing all interns (or interns seeing themselves) as “digital
natives,” since this assumption leads to problems in education and training. Finally, I incorporate
scholarship on multimodal writing both in the classroom and in the workplace. As interns with
social media responsibilities are engaged in a writing and design process, this information can
supplement their understanding. This literature allows for a comparison between what interns
know versus what nonprofits expect them to know.
Undergraduate and Graduate Programs
Despite the importance of social media for nonprofits, students pursuing undergraduate or
graduate degrees relevant to these positions, like nonprofit management, for example, are often
under- or unprepared to meet the demands of social media if they rely solely on their academic
training. As interns and as possible future supervisors, these students require information specific
to their sector, however, most courses focus on marketing more generally, and social media
information within these courses may be sparse. This gap can be seen in several research studies
that compare marketing programs in education versus the application of these principles in the
workplace. These studies demonstrate that there is a lack of social media or marketing courses
for nonprofit professionals, as well as a disconnect between a relatively high importance on
marketing as rated by professionals versus a lack of marketing courses for students (Wymer et
al., 2008). Typically only one course is dedicated to nonprofit marketing, often only included
because of the pressure to adapt to business-like practices (Wymer & Mottner, 2009).
Furthermore, there’s limited coursework compared to its importance as rated by program
directors. Essentially, while nonprofit professionals stress the need for more marketing courses,

1 Curricular

Guidelines in Nonprofit Leadership (2015) is a text that explores the different
content that should be included in nonprofit management programs. The guidelines emphasize
practical uses for marketing and social media, as well as ethics, trends, and best practices in
technology use. This text can act as a guide for universities on what to include in the marketing
curriculum to best meet the needs of students.
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universities are failing to include them in their curriculum.1 These readings all point out the
importance of marketing courses for nonprofit management, and at the same time, that there’s a
relative lack of courses on the subject. It’s important to recognize that these texts discuss
marketing in general, and social media is only one small aspect of marketing. The gaps and
problems in this educational research support my argument that interns need a handbook with
extra information on a subject that may require more preparation or emphasis than they are
receiving in their university courses.
Digital Natives Debate
To explain one reason why interns might be underprepared in their coursework regarding
social media, I turn to the scholarship on the digital natives debate: a flawed concept that even
though it is twenty years old, instructors, administrators, and even interns themselves may still be
adopting, which influences both education and the workplace. Therefore, I also provide
scholarship that offers an alternative to this assumption. Prensky (2001) makes a distinction
between today’s youth, who grew up using technology every day, versus today’s older
population, who had to learn technology later in life. He names them “digital natives” and
“digital immigrants” – two groups with distinct learning styles and different ways of processing
information. In order to be effective, Prensky argues, digital immigrant teachers must adapt their
learning styles to better communicate with digital native students. If instructors adopted this
theory, this assumption would cause a fundamental shift in the way that students are taught, and
not just in social media courses. Bennett, et al. (2008), on the other hand, argues that the digital
natives argument is lacking in evidence and based instead on a kind of “moral panic”. Prensky’s
argument doesn’t take into account that many students aren’t engaged in creating their own
multimedia content, or that many students’ relationship to technology is influenced by access,
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background, use, and skill. If the education system were to pivot to embrace Prensky’s argument,
these scholars claim, the shift would leave some students behind in pursuit of a generalization
about an entire generation with little evidence to support it. Therefore, while many scholars
assume that technology has created a radical shift in the younger generation, other scholars point
out that this argument is based on generalizations.
As an alternative to the digital natives framework in education, Daer and Potts (2014)
propose new strategies for social media education that reject both the digital natives framework
and the concept of “mastery” of social media. Instead, they suggest an emphasis on practicing
the navigation between different environments, mediums, audiences, and purposes. This article
provides a rhetorical framework for social media education, but it also illuminates the ways that
in many contexts, including education, there may be remnants of the digital natives argument
that require further investigation or unraveling.
Not only is this problem pervasive in education, but it also bleeds into the professional
world, which has consequences for intern preparation. Nonprofits may be making the digital
natives generalization about their young interns by assuming they innately understand nonprofit
social media, while interns may be underestimating the amount of training they need as a result
of the same assumptions. One opinion piece on an educational insight blog discusses the value of
transparency for millennial donors, who are increasingly online and accountability focused
(“Millennials and Multimedia: Fundraising in the Digital Age,” 2015). This statement doesn’t
take into account that perhaps older generations are also using technology to donate. Rather than
challenging these assumptions, the article falls back instead on the digital natives framework
without considering how it may have evolved or been debunked. If nonprofits are extending the
digital natives framework to their donors, they may also be extending it to their interns. This
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pervasive belief in both education and even the nonprofit sector could be causing a gap in
students’ preparation for doing social media internships effectively. This gap reinforces the need
for a handbook to provide students with the information that they may not be receiving due to
assumptions about being “digital natives.”
Writing and Design Studies in the Workplace
To further examine what interns know about social media, I also explored scholarship on
how multimodal writing studies and practices have evolved and should evolve, as well as how
students aren’t being fully prepared for multimodal writing in the workplace. As social media
interns are both writers and designers, this research informs how interns are unprepared for
multimodal writing by their education. The historical trends in writing studies illuminate several
practices in multimodal writing that are often missing from interns’ writing processes,
highlighting how this gap in education (whether education about these practices themselves or
about their application to the workplace) may leave these students unprepared for the realities of
their job.
The practice of writing in the workplace has rapidly evolved with technology, therefore,
it’s important to recognize how writing has expanded to include multimodal editing of content
that’s already in production. Often, however, classroom writing doesn’t reflect this change, and
although many instructors are working to address this problem, many students who study writing
in academia are left unprepared for the challenges of the current reality (Lauer & Brumberger,
2019). The current writing curriculum doesn’t prepare students for the reality of the tasks of an
internship or job. As a result, it is imperative that students are better prepared to choose different
channels and mediums of communication based on the context (Blythe, Lauer, & Curran, 2014).
Rather than incorporating tangential visual elements into classroom activities that are
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subordinate to the textual elements of the class in an attempt to make the class more “relevant”,
students should understand the interconnectedness and tension between visual and textual
literacies (George, 2002). This statement is echoed by Purdy (2014), who argues that writing
studies should be realigned with “design thinking”. Design thinking would recontextualize
writing studies while broadening composing by focusing on the impact of the finished piece,
synthesizing multiple content sources rather than just analyzing them, and creating multiple
viable options for each writing task. These texts demonstrate that while multimodal writing
would be a valuable emphasis for interns, there is room for growth in the curriculum to include
more of this writing practice effectively.
A common thread within the literature on educational frameworks is that writing has
evolved to encompass more than just linear creation, but also re-writing of existing content, the
skill of choosing proper mediums, and even writing for several mediums at once. Students are
either left unprepared by their education to navigate the ever-present challenges of multimodal
writing from a rhetorical angle, or they aren’t taught how to apply that to professional writing in
the nonprofit sector, both of which are crucial for social media internships.
Informal Guides for Interns
This literature review also draws from informal articles to examine what information and
resources are already available for nonprofit social media interns, but these articles are lacking in
both depth and specificity – it seems that this concept is undertheorized. Nonprofit interns or
supervisors who search the internet for support will end up with fragmented or irrelevant
information, as there was not one article that was sufficiently specific to the needs of a nonprofit
social media internship. Some of the articles focused on nonprofit interns in general, some
focused on social media interns in general, and some focused on social media for nonprofits in
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general. Additionally, there were two articles that had a marginal focus on nonprofit social media
internships – however, these articles are either very brief, rely on the intern’s “innate” knowledge
of social media, or are outdated. Nonprofit social media interns who search the internet for
guidance would be severely underprepared and disappointed, which is why the handbook that
follows this research is so crucial. The following sections provide more detail about what was
included in each category of articles while explaining how that information was insufficient.
Social Media Interns
Although the following articles seldom address nonprofit interns, some of them do
address social media interns, so those doing nonprofit social media internships can potentially
adopt some of the lessons from these articles. For example, as a jumpstart for the interpersonal
relationship between interns and supervisors, Bialy (2018) covers social media internships in the
staffing industry and provides three helpful questions that interns should ask their supervisors:
‘What is the main goal of your firm by the end of the year?’; ‘How will my success be
benchmarked?’; and, ‘What resources do I have available to me?’ These questions are useful for
managing the mentorship between interns and supervisors, but the article doesn’t take into
consideration how being in the nonprofit sector may influence what their goals are, how their
success may be measured, or what resources are available to them. While the supervisor will be
able to answer these questions in more detail, this article would not help interns manage their
incoming expectations about what a nonprofit internship would look like, because it is not
specific to the sector.
Another subcategory of these articles may be useful for a first-time intern, but more
experienced interns will not find very much that they don’t already know, as this group focuses
on office norms and expectations without any reference to nonprofits. “Learn About Being a
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Social Media Intern” (n.d.) is a profile on Indeed that covers the basics of social media
internships, like common tasks, educational and skills requirements, and a general job
description. Again, while these tasks and requirements may share some commonalities with
nonprofit social media internships, there is no consideration about how the sector might
influence these tasks. Within this category, some articles give advice on social media relating to
internships, but not social media internships. “Thought Leadership” (2018) provides tips for
interns on how to manage their personal social media to support their careers. This piece
provides basic advice like using social media to network while avoiding making public
statements about your employer, for example. While this is helpful advice, it is not relevant to
professional social media use.
Finally, there are also arguments against social media internships as a general concept.
Although persuasive on the surface, these arguments fail to imagine ways that social media
internships can be improved. Erskine (2017) argues that businesses shouldn’t delegate their
social media to interns because it’s too important and too risky for interns to handle. I would
respond that if businesses or nonprofits are going to neglect to prepare themselves and their
interns, that statement would hold true. However, by creating an effective social media strategy
and properly training their interns on how to execute that strategy, they are taking precautions
against that risk.
Nonprofit Interns
Like the checkered relevance of articles addressing social media internships, the limited
scholarship on nonprofit internships is neither robust nor directly useful for preparing nonprofit
interns for social media work. One typical article in this category is Wade’s “What I Learned
from my Nonprofit Internship” (2017). Here, Wade provides general advice for nonprofit
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internships that cover workplace interactions and etiquette, such as getting to know your fellow
employees or being confident in your abilities. While this article may be useful for social media
interns who have never completed an internship before, it isn’t specific about the tasks they will
be completing for social media. Therefore, this resource and other nonprofit internship references
in the literature were minimally relevant to my thesis.
Nonprofit Social Media
Another category of articles focuses on social media for nonprofits, but these aren’t
specific to the interns who must complete these tasks in a much shorter timeframe, and more
importantly, with less familiarity with the nonprofit’s voice or messaging. Morpus wrote three
articles in 2017 on the topic, titled “How to Use Social Media to Engage and Recruit Nonprofit
Volunteers,” “3 Tips to Improve Your Nonprofit Social Media Marketing Campaigns,” and
“How to Boost Followers on Twitter for Nonprofits.” These articles analyze the algorithms and
features of major platforms, which can help interns understand how to make the most of the
platform. They are helpful in that regard, but they don’t take into consideration the intern
perspective. Ostroff (2015), similarly, covers the general importance of Instagram and the basics,
but it isn’t specific to interns. Other articles do much of the same work: Lee’s “Social Media for
Non-Profits: High-Impact Tips and the Best Free Tools” and Firch (2018) provide guides to
general nonprofit social media strategy that contain useful information about platforms and
available resources. However, none of these articles cover how to accomplish these tasks as an
intern in a short time frame with limited knowledge of the organization, which is a unique
characteristic of internships that must be taken into consideration. While these articles may be
helpful, they should be considered supplemental to more specific information that is relevant to
interns.
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Nonprofit Social Media Interns
While it was rare to have all key terms included in an article, there were two articles that
focused on nonprofit social media interns. However, there is also cause for concern about their
reliance on assumptions about digital natives. Morpus (2018) first emphasizes that nonprofits
underrate and underutilize social media, and second suggests that nonprofits give interns social
media tasks, in large part because he falls into the trap of believing that millennials are innately
adept with social media. Also aimed at nonprofits, Miller (2009) provides helpful advice for how
to assign social media projects to interns, such as allowing interns to lead the social media team
while also making sure permanent staff have buy-in. However, the article also suggests that
interns should “train” upper management on social media, once again relying on the trope of
digital natives vs. digital immigrants, not to mention that the article is outdated and not meant for
interns themselves.
Overall, there is a shortage of articles for nonprofit social media interns that provide
effective and specific information. Nonprofit social media interns who turn to internet searches
for help will receive incomplete information with little context: none of these articles are specific
to the challenges of the nonprofit sector, while many of them aren’t aimed at interns at all. The
lack of resources that are out there for interns demonstrates that their role is undervalued and
they are likely unprepared for it as a result of the digital natives debate.
There is a startling disconnect between the needs, expectations, and capabilities of both
nonprofits and their social media interns. From this literature review, we can see that interns are
not as prepared as they or nonprofits think they are, and nonprofits themselves aren’t utilizing
social media to the best of their abilities, either. Several sources in the literature review are
somewhat older, and while they contain frameworks that are still in place today, it is important to
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recognize that social media is rapidly changing even from month to month. Therefore, a new and
comprehensive guide based on recent research is needed to merge the skills and knowledge of
interns and their supervisors.
Methods
This thesis now shifts from the literature review to an explanation of how I developed a
qualitative study that would examine what successes, challenges, advice, and regrets that interns
and supervisors have experienced in nonprofit social media internships, as well as how improve
the communication gap between the two groups. As I will demonstrate, I chose to conduct a
series of qualitative interviews, guided by my literature review as well as by research on
autoethnography, institutional ethnography, and interview techniques. Coding these interviews,
for which I provide a detailed explanation of my process, allowed me to create a model that
incorporates data from the literature review and my experience as an intern to closely examine
the lived experiences, relationships, and complexity of nonprofit social media internships. This
process culminated in a graphic handbook for interns and supervisors that shares my findings in
an approachable way. As this section will explore further, my thesis illuminates the depth and
variety of experiences within this population even as it describes common trends among them.
Interviews
To investigate how to merge the knowledge of interns and supervisors, and to illuminate
what makes nonprofit social media internships successful, I conducted qualitative research
through seven in-depth interviews with interns and supervisors. Interviews allowed me to get the
depth of responses, follow-up questions, and personal context I couldn’t have received from a
survey, for example. An interview-based study necessarily has to account for larger frameworks
and my role as an interviewer. Therefore, by incorporating research on autoethnography,
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institutional ethnography, and interview techniques, I aim to make the processes of my findings
more explicit, without attempting to draw conclusions about the population. The scholarship on
autoethnography and institutional ethnography is most relevant to the coding and framework
sections, whereas this section explores the research on interview techniques in more detail.
However, the process of autoethnography and institutional ethnography naturally influenced the
interview process, as I had these frameworks in mind when I developed my interview questions.
While they have some bearing on the interview process, those frameworks will be explored
further in the following sections.
Presently, I will describe the format of the interviews I conducted, as well as how my
interactions with the participants and the makeup of participants shaped the interview process by
incorporating Selfe and Hawisher’s and Perez’s framework. Because COVID-19 meant that
interviews had to be conducted virtually, and due to my time constraints for this thesis, I was
able to interview seven individuals. Among these seven, there were three interns and two
supervisors, as well as two individuals who had fulfilled both roles at some point in their careers.
These participants were selected through snowball sampling and by sending out the research
information through social media and departmental Listservs. I attempted to interview a variety
of individuals, but a majority of the participants that I had a network with and who responded to
my outreach were relatively young, white, and/or women. As I mentioned before, these
interviews were conducted remotely through Zoom. Participants indicated on the informed
consent form whether they were comfortable with audio or video recording for transcription
purposes, and all interviews were recorded in one of those formats. Each lasted between 15-30
minutes. These interviews were semi-structured, as there were specific questions asked about
their experience, level of preparedness, and advice, all pertaining to their history with social
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media (see appendix A for a list of questions). The information these supervisors and interns
provided was triangulated with my personal experiences and the literature review I conducted,
which created heavy researcher involvement. This involvement plus the small sample size leads
to a lower level of generalizability among the population, but it also provides a more in-depth
investigation of nonprofit social media internships that may be useful for other interns and
supervisors to consider.
The interview process was informed by scholarship on the conversational nature of
interviews, with attention to the demographics of the individuals who were a part of that
conversation. The interviews I conducted had a semi-structured format: essentially, I asked a
question that sparked a conversation, asked follow-up questions as needed for additional
information and prompting, and then when the conversation reached a natural lull, I asked the
next question. To better understand how the nature of interviews affect the results of a research
study, I drew from Selfe and Hawisher (2012). By conceptualizing my interviews as a
conversation and a process of sharing knowledge between two parties, I can analyze how the
conversation flow informed the participant’s narratives and my understanding of them. Again,
this framework prompts deeper analysis of my processes by recognizing the way that my
conversational input and the participants’ perception of the conversation influence the kinds of
responses they give. This interview format allows the researcher and participant to shape
information together in a process that is influenced by each party’s perspective and lived
experiences.
Because my interview pool was kept small due to COVID-19 and time restraints, it is
necessary to examine the makeup of my sample and how that might have influenced or qualified
the findings. Perez (2019) provides a helpful example of why this examination is important. In
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Invisible Women: Data Bias in a World Designed for Men, she analyzes a trend where women
are commonly left out of the research process, drastically changing the conclusions. It was
important for me as a researcher to examine my interview pool and consider whose voices are
and aren’t included in the data, as well as how that may influence the findings. Out of the seven
participants, five were women, and five were white. I somewhat expected this, as white women
are a large demographic within the nonprofit sector. However, as a white woman, it’s also
important to consider how demographics influenced to whom I reached out, who responded to
me, and how that affected the findings. Furthermore, out of the seven individuals I interviewed,
only two were solely supervisors – the other five were either interns or supervisors who also had
internship experience. While this difference is partly due to a small sample size, it is still
important to note the relative lack of just the supervisor perspective. Perhaps this difference is a
reason for the increased emphasis on the intern perspective in the findings, as well as my own
internship experience creating a bias. Here is another important moment to qualify that the
findings and handbook of this thesis should not be taken as a representative or final
documentation of the nonprofit social media internship experience – instead, the handbook acts
as a guide for future internships, somewhat limited due to sample size, based on the patterns
found across interviews, my internship, and the literature.
Coding
After all the interviews were completed, I began transcribing and coding the data. Then, I
combined and abstracted these codes to distill them to their most meaningful parts and begin to
formulate my findings. My coding process was primarily guided by Hsiung’s (2010) framework,
and therefore, I began with a round of open descriptive coding on the sentence level. I then
categorized these codes to identify major themes and relationships. To do this categorization, I
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created a list of codes and then grouped them based on the general subject matter, while adding
several layers to the list to break it down further. For example, I grouped all of the codes that
referenced age, generation, or “innate ability” under the “digital natives” category. Within that
category, however, I divided the codes into two based upon the most common points. The first
subcategory was called “assumptions,” which reflected times when the interviewee seemed to
buy into the digital natives theory. The second subcategory was called “warnings,” which was
composed of times when the interviewee advised against interns or supervisors relying on that
theory. The process of creating other categories differed based on the subject matter, but I
essentially grouped the codes that had a similar point or essence.
After I had this initial categorization for each interview, I began to break these codes
down further into their most essential pieces of meaning, a process called combining and
abstraction (Saldaña, 2015). First, I made a master list of all codes (still within their categories)
across all the interviews. Where possible, I combined categories that were titled the same or
similarly into one. For example, I had a digital natives category within several interviews, so I
combined those categories and listed all of the codes that fell within them. Next, I combined
individual codes that were duplicates or similar. For example, I combined “generational
attachment to social media” with “digital natives are attached” into one code, “generational
attachment.” By distilling all my codes like in this example, I was left with more general terms
that better reflected the shared meaning behind the codes that were combined.
After I had this new, very extensive list, I continued to use Saldaña as a guide for how to
make these codes more abstract and combine them further. For example, the category called
“messaging” included two subcategories, with more than twenty sub-subcategories, such as
“mimicry,” “trial and error,” “capacity,” “supervision,” and many more. After making these units
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more abstract and combining them, however, I was left with only three subcategories: “why
messaging matters,” “how to learn messaging,” and “what not to do for messaging.” All of the
essential meaning behind these codes were maintained, but they were made more abstract to
create fewer, more meaningful categories. This abstraction process allowed me to make the
codes more manageable and begin to reveal the larger patterns.
Then I did another round of focused coding for the key codes I identified in the first
round, this time tracking the frequency of the codes. Not only did I recode each interview using
the new list, but I added a second layer of analytical codes that tracked my thoughts on major
themes, connections to the literature, or contradictions. For example, the “digital natives”
category was in the literature triangulation section because this idea was drawn directly from my
literature review. In addition to analyzing connections to the literature, I also used this round of
coding to analyze connections to my own internship, like similarities and differences between
my experience and those of the interns and supervisors I interviewed. Autoethnography was
particularly useful during this process due to the small sample size and my involvement in the
communities I was studying. This framework allowed me to recognize and explicitly describe
how my perspective influenced my research, because this process draws upon the personal
experience of a researcher who is also part of the group being interviewed. This kind of research
gives space for the researcher to consider how their own experiences in that group may become a
bias, and by making that bias explicit, the reader has a more comprehensive picture of the study.
As a researcher, I was able to focus my attention on unstated norms and my perspective as a past
intern to be conscious of how they affected the research process. In my research, I used the “selfin-the collective” and “self-reflective” approach to analyze my experiences and those of others
(Canagarajah, 2012). Essentially, I analyzed my own experiences as a nonprofit intern with
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social media tasks and those of the people I interviewed to investigate larger trends in the group.
Overall, my coding process allowed me to triangulate several sources of data: my experiences,
the interviews, and the literature, while recognizing how my experiences influenced the
conclusions. This triangulation was crucial to the analytical coding process, and using that final
set of codes and the Hsiung (2010) handbook, I began to create a framework.
Creating a Framework
After triangulating my data and generating a preemptive list of codes and themes, I
recognized the necessity of rethinking my guiding frame. The round of recoding included the
analytical process mentioned above – moving from local data in the interviews to major themes.
To do so, I started elaborating in paragraph form on how each category of analytical codes
connected. After writing several pages, I discovered two main takeaways that each category of
analytical codes fit into: #1: nonprofits need to better prepare their interns, and #2: nonprofits
need to better invest in their social media practices in general. However, these findings failed to
include several important pieces from the code book, such as the level of interns’ personal social
media use before the internship. While these codes were important, they were not emphasized
enough in the existing model. Even more glaringly, I had overemphasized the necessity of
change within the nonprofit while completely removing the possibility of change within the
intern.
These gaps led to another round of analysis, and therefore, I went back into the
interviews and code book to apply these findings and see where they didn’t fit or needed
tweaking, which inspired a more holistic model. As I mentioned above, I realized that interns’
personal use didn’t fit within nonprofit preparation of interns or nonprofit social media strategy.
In fact, it was something out of the nonprofit’s control completely, as it occurred before the
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internship. After reexamining my codes, I generated a model, included in my findings below,
that better reflected which pieces are relevant before, during, and after an internship – a
chronology which became apparent in the revised set of key themes. At the same time, this
model recognizes the importance of both intern and supervisor preparation, as well as the
cyclical nature of the internship process. Therefore, the element of time is a driving force in
understanding both my findings and the handbook.
By considering institutional ethnography, the new model also has a greater emphasis on
the relationships between the intern and supervisor across different points in time and across
institutions, which can be influenced by factors particularly during the internship. Institutional
ethnography involves using qualitative data from everyday experiences to describe social
relationships as they are organized by institutions, in this case, internships and social media
teams in the nonprofit sector (Smith, 2002). Intern-supervisor relationships are crucial to this
experience because they are where interns and supervisors can communicate most immediately
to improve the internship experience. Consequently, I focus on these social relationships, as well
as how the institutions organize them. It is also useful to keep in mind that the point of
institutional ethnography is not to generalize about a population using a small sample, but to
demonstrate how the differences in individual experiences among the sample contrasts with the
institution’s generalizations about those individuals. This framework can help me resolve
individual differences across interviews rather than attempt to force them into a consensus,
creating a much more holistic and well-rounded framework.
The Handbook
To make the findings of this study more portable, I thought about what I as an intern
would have wanted to have been given at the beginning of my internship. Rather than a seventy-
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page paper, I would want to read a condensed handbook that looked like an infographic – with
images, diagrams, text boxes, and other visual elements that allow the reader to skim through the
information much faster. With some graphic design experience in hand, I also drew from an
educational tool on multimodal writing. Lupton (2017) analyzes design as a form of storytelling
and characterizes the kinds of responses produced by both: action, emotion, sensation, and
aftermath. Lupton then applies several narrative techniques combined with theories of visual
perception to create what amounts to a manual of design for storytelling. This was a paradigm
text as I considered how best to convey the results of this research in a handbook for interns and
supervisors. I chose a bright color scheme and playful, artistic design elements to emphasize that
this handbook is engaged in a larger process of learning and change over time within the
nonprofit sector. This handbook effectively presents the findings of this study to nonprofit
interns and supervisors in a format that is much more approachable than this thesis.
Findings
Before describing the results of my interview and coding process described above, I
would like to first provide a vignette from one of the interviews that effectively illustrates several
of the problems that interns and supervisors described. By pairing this example with data from
the literature review and my own experience, I hope to set up the remaining sections where I
explore common problems that supervisors and interns face before, during, and after the
internship, along with potential solutions to those problems that can improve the experience for
all.
Case Study
“Rachel” spent a year and a half interning for a social impact nonprofit, and her
experience illuminates several challenges that interns face in this kind of role. First, she reported
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that she had never actually used several social media platforms, but that it “was just kind of
assumed that I did because of my age demographic.” Her supervisor fell into the trap of what the
literature identifies as the “digital natives” framework: assuming that an individual has an innate
knowledge of social media because of their age group. This intern was hired with very little
experience with social media, and her situation caused her to feel like she was “just kind of
dumped into the middle” of her role with little guidance or preparation.
Rachel also had difficulties because the organization had very little strategy in place for
social media, which led to the intern taking on an “appeasement” approach to posting. Rachel
said, “I think my strategy was generally more focused on getting it all done ... My guidelines
were very broad.” She also stated that “I could have used more guidance on the content and the
general mission. I didn’t have something propelling me forward to guide me. I didn’t have a
general or a concise message that I needed to communicate.” Rather than thinking about the
audience, rhetoric, messaging, engagement, or any of the other “best practices” found in the
literature, this intern was just checking the boxes that the organization had given her. These
boxes were so vague because the organization didn’t have any strategy in creating them.
Finally, the interpersonal relationship between the supervisor and intern was troubled,
particularly in the intern’s emotional response to what she saw as her supervisor taking
advantage of her time and position. Rachel commented that “young interns, especially unpaid,
are very much taken advantage of. I definitely was. Even though I was getting a stipend, I was
putting in way more hours than what it was.” There was very little training when she got there,
and the workplace culture was toxic – Rachel felt that because she was young, her supervisor
took advantage of her time. On the other hand, Rachel admitted that the lack of strategy that
characterized her work was also likely because she “approached this entire internship and a lot of
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things in my undergrad from the perspective of what would look good on a resume,” and she was
just “getting it all over with.” While I didn’t interview Rachel’s supervisor, other supervisors
reported that a lack of motivation and commitment from their interns not only led to poor
strategy but also frustration on the part of the supervisor. The affective relationship between the
intern and the supervisor during the internship is an aspect that the literature does not cover.
Clearly, Rachel’s experience was challenging for several reasons. She had very little
preparation or experience before arriving, the organization didn’t value social media and
therefore didn’t provide any guidance on strategy, and the interpersonal relationship during the
internship was very negative. She expressed that a guide or handbook from her organization
would have been helpful, which is exactly what this research works to create. Rachel’s interview
is the perfect introduction to my findings because her experience exemplifies how problems can
occur at several points during the internship.
Phases of an Internship: A Model
Many interns expressed more positive experiences than Rachel did, but naturally, every
internship has its challenges. What some interns and supervisors described as a problem, others
described as a success. By analyzing these differences across interviews, I categorized them into
several main problems, as well as several main successes that can act as potential solutions to
those problems. These problems and solutions are situated along three main categories: the
expectations and preparation prior to the internship (both intern and supervisor), the
interpersonal relationship and training during the internship, and the post-internship evaluation.
The relationship between these categories can best be presented in the diagram below.
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Figure 1: The Three Phases of an Internship

The interviews reveal that in any internship, there may be flaws in any or all of the three
phases of this model, but the aspect of time influences what can be done about those flaws. The
nonprofit may not be able to change what education the interns come in with, while the intern or
supervisor may not be able to change the organization’s strategy right away. What is in the
immediate control of both supervisors and interns, however, is how they interact with one
another during the scope of the internship. Therefore, while the pre-internship and postinternship processes may require mostly long-term strategies to improve, short-term changes are
most possible during the internship. That is not to say that all three phases don’t have short- and
long-term strategies, but that certain phases are more accessible for immediate improvement.
Despite the importance within the interviews and in my own experience as an intern, the
interpersonal aspect of social media internships is almost entirely absent from the literature,
which focuses mostly on the long-term.
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My handbook, which draws from the interviews and my experience, is an opportunity to
fill that gap in the short-term by revealing the problems that many interns and supervisors face as
well as several strategies to improve the experience. Institutional ethnography is crucial to
understanding how to improve the relationship between the intern and supervisor within these
institutions at different points in time. I also include suggestions for post-internship evaluation
and strategy that can work to make the long-term solutions possible, which is another gap in the
literature. The following findings, therefore, are in problem-solution format, with consideration
to the qualifying elements of time and feasibility.
Pre-Internship Phase
Problems with Intern Preparation and Experience. Interns often faced challenges
relating to their level of formal education on social media and unmet expectations about the
relevancy of their personal social media use. Going back to the model, these problems fall under
the category of what interns know and expect, which happens in the pre-internship phase. These
problems echo many of the concepts found in the literature on informal resources provided to
interns as well as the educational frameworks. I will examine these problems in more detail here,
and then move on to demonstrate how many interns overcame these problems in the following
section.
While several interns reported that they majored in communication, marketing, or had
some other formal education relating to social media, there was debate across interviews as to
whether or not this education was actually helpful or relevant, suggesting that their expectations
were challenged by the realities of their internship. Many interns expressed that social media is
something that requires hands-on experience, and therefore with education, there’s no “one-sizefits-all” approach to teaching it. Of course, it’s difficult to prepare for the unknown in any
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internship, but the rapidly changing nature of social media and the assumptions made about the
students being “digital natives” are major hindrances to their ability to be fully prepared. Interns
reported that the internship revealed which parts of their education were more important “in the
real world”. For example, one intern suggested that the importance of in-person communication
had completely diminished relative to online communication in the workplace, especially
because of COVID-19, something that her university courses didn’t and couldn’t address. In my
own experience, I came into my internship with some education on social media - a strategic
communication course and a class project on social media for nonprofits that gave me some
professional experience. However, the strategic communication course I took didn’t cover any of
the logistics of social media, such as timing, algorithms, etc. As a result, I didn’t feel confident in
my role at the start, but I learned through hands-on experience. This debate about the relative
importance of formal education on social media wasn’t necessarily resolved by analyzing the
interviews - the interns had varying opinions. What the variation does reveal, however, is that
interns felt like their expectations about their education were sometimes challenged by reality.
As I will discuss in the section on the solutions to these problems, this problem relates to the
educational frameworks in the literature.
Another aspect of the intern’s preparation before the internship is their level of personal
social media use, the relevancy of which also challenged the intern’s expectations. Naturally,
interns reported varying levels of personal use of social media. The problem, however, is that
many had unmet expectations about the relevancy of that personal use in the professional world.
Both interns and supervisors suggested that interns are expected to have an innate knowledge of
social media due to their personal use, despite others commenting (even the same individuals)
that personal use is a “completely different ballgame” than professional use, which I found to be
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true, as well. This contradiction goes unexamined by interns and supervisors, but it can have
drastic consequences for the success of an intern in their role. Interns who expect that their
personal use makes them an expert on nonprofit social media use may find themselves
struggling, while interns without any personal use are expected to understand professional use
right away, as the case study on Rachel demonstrates. This disconnect between personal and
professional use poses a serious problem for both interns and supervisors.
Solutions for Intern Preparation and Experience. As I mentioned in the introduction,
problems with the preparation and expectations of interns will perhaps require mostly long-term
solutions, although there are a few short-term possibilities. Nonprofits may not be able to change
the level of formal education that interns have on social media or their level of personal use
before they begin. However, this problem can be resolved in the short-term by addressing intern
expectations explicitly before or at the start of an internship. For example, nonprofits can have
discussions during interviews or when interns first start to establish the differences between
personal and professional social media use, or about specific workplace expectations or norms.
Supervisors can also find ways to use the classroom knowledge that interns come in with for
certain tasks while recognizing that observational learning may challenge some of that
knowledge.
Additionally, for short-term solutions, supervisors can also present the findings of this
study to prepare interns for the general challenges of internships and set clear expectations.
Interns were asked during the interviews about things they wish they had known or advice that
they would give to future interns, either related to social media or internships as a whole. Much
of this advice is related to workplace conduct such as dress code, interviewing, punctuality,
exploring your interest in the field, mastering certain skills, or the importance of flexibility. In
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addition, interns suggested that internships allowed them to gain experience in the sector that not
only prepared them for a career but also gave them a network of professionals to reach out to.
This experience made them more confident, even opening doors for them within that same
organization, or led them to their dream job. Finally, interns reported that the nature of an
internship allowed them to focus more than a full-time employee, so they suggest that other
interns should take advantage of this time. This advice can help interns adjust quickly to their
role and better understand what is expected of them, and it acts as an immediate solution to this
problem.
In the long-term, however, there will need to be a substantial change in the content of
formal education on social media as well as in public perceptions and understanding of personal
and professional social media use. The literature addresses many of these long-term solutions,
such as Wymer et al (2008), Wymer and Mottner (2009), and Larson et al. (2003), which
examine the most important aspects of marketing courses to nonprofit professionals. Perhaps by
including feedback from interns about what they wish they would have been taught, this content
can be improved over time. Also, some of the informal resources from the literature can be
helpful for interns to manage their preconceived ideas about social media, as some caution them
not to assume that their personal use will correlate to professional skill. However, the literature
does not address any short-term solutions that interns and supervisors can use immediately to
improve the internship experience. To reiterate, the short-term solutions to the problems interns
face before their internship include addressing their expectations explicitly, while the long-term
solutions involve addressing public perceptions and expectations more broadly.
Example. “Madison’s” internship and social media experience exemplify the problems
and solutions of interns in the pre-internship phase for personal social media use, education,
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training, and managing expectations. To complete her communication degree, she did an
internship with a private company. Now, social media is her full-time career, and she works in
the nonprofit sector in Louisville. Madison felt that despite her heavy personal use and education
in the field, this experience was not useful during her first internship. Speaking about a social
media course she took at the same time as her internship, she said “I was so involved in the
agency that I felt like I could do a lot more, because I do feel like social media is something that,
you can take classes and learn and whatever, but until you get that actual experience as a brand
and as the voice of a brand and as the brains behind it all, until you get that in-the-field
experience, there’s no right or wrong.” Madison felt that hands-on experience was much more
useful than what she was learning in the classroom, and as a result, there’s no real way for
education to prepare interns for their role. Madison’s proposed solutions included hands-on
experience, conferences specific to the role, and a better understanding of the nature of social
media internships. Referring to the last solution, she said her biggest learning curve was that “the
nature of social media is you have to be online all the time. I don’t take it hard, but it is very
frustrating that if I want to go to the lake for the weekend, I have to make sure someone else
knows and that they are on the page.” While interns may not be able to immediately change their
educational background or personal social media use before starting an internship, they can
better prepare themselves for the learning curve as well as the demands of a social media
internship more broadly through communication and experience.
Problems with Supervisor Preparation and Organizational Strategy. Supervisors
must also prepare for the arrival of an intern, and they may have expectations about internships
that may not be met, such as believing their interns are “digital natives,” which can lead to
problems with internship preparation. More importantly, supervisors or the organization as a
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whole may also be undervaluing or underutilizing social media. As a result, supervisors may fail
to give their interns a clear strategy to work towards – perhaps because there isn’t one to begin
with. In this situation, problems with the supervisor’s management strategy and with the
organization’s social media strategy compound each other. With no strategy, interns are often
left to their preconceived ideas about social media, with no guiding mission or goals to meet.
Furthermore, they may be the only employee or one of the few employees doing social media at
the organization, leaving this strategy to rest entirely on their shoulders. Although there are
several solutions to this problem, the most effective solutions require long-term changes, just like
the problems with intern expectations. Furthermore, some of the problems that supervisors face
may be symptomatic of larger organizational issues that are outside of the supervisor’s control.
However, there are a few short-term solutions that supervisors can adopt to begin to remedy this
problem. There is a direct connection here between the supervisor expectations on strategy with
the literature on nonprofit trends and best practices, as this literature demonstrates many of the
problems in nonprofit social media strategy as a whole, which the supervisors are in part
responsible for executing.
The first major problem within supervisor preparation stems from the digital natives
assumptions found in the literature, which can worsen issues with training. Just like interns,
supervisors reported expecting interns to have an innate knowledge of social media, while some
older supervisors reported feeling like “digital immigrants” themselves. This statement plays
directly into the digital natives debate from the literature and shows that individuals have
adopted this mindset in practice. This framework may exacerbate the training problem I mention
later, as their supervisors assume their interns innately know social media. When this expectation
is unmet, supervisors may be disappointed.
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In addition to assumptions about interns being digital natives, the interviews revealed that
supervisors are undervaluing social media, particularly through their lack of social media
strategy, which places a significant burden on interns. The organizational strategy is crucial for
nonprofits to meet their social media goals, and therefore, creating and executing that strategy
should be a priority for nonprofits. In reality, the interviews revealed that social media is often
blended with other roles and lumped together in nonprofits with things like PR, marketing,
community engagement, etc. There’s typically only one person working on social media, as well,
which may be outside of the supervisor’s control. For this reason, that employee is often
overworked and overwhelmed. Also, in some cases, interns reported that their strategy was to
mimic successful accounts from other nonprofits, rather than considering their organization’s
specific needs. Often, their goal was to reach a certain number of posts or engagement,
suggesting more of a “benchmark” approach instead of an actual strategy. Therefore, many
nonprofits are severely undervaluing social media and underestimating its potential. Again, this
undervaluing may be part of an organizational problem, but supervisors that continue to carry out
the organizational strategy without attempting to challenge it are effectively working against
their own marketing and social media goals.
During my internship, I observed firsthand the issue with nonprofits undervaluing social
media through a lack of strategy. The organization was undergoing a change in strategy, and I
observed a lack of organizational capacity compared to the management’s expectations. They
had hired an additional employee who would work with the existing social media coordinator in
an attempt to remedy the capacity issue, and I was able to sit in on several strategy meetings. I
observed what many of the other interviews and literature described: the organization was
expecting their social media accounts to look like those of organizations with a much larger
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marketing budget and social media team. In my work with the coordinator prior to that meeting, I
was told to gather content from different departments, but I was not provided with any goals in
terms of messaging. During COVID, when many of these departments weren’t having in-person
events, it was more difficult to gather content such as photos or videos. Discovering what these
departments would like to share with stakeholders was difficult, but even more so because there
was no top-down strategy of what the organization would like to share with stakeholders at that
time. My experience echoes the lack of strategy and clear goals mentioned by the research
participants, which points to an overall lack of organizational strategy or emphasis on social
media. This example highlights the complexity of this problem: flaws within the organizational
strategy were compounded by problems with management and supervision.
In addition to undervaluing social media strategy, the interviews also showed that
nonprofits are underutilizing the features and potential of social media, just as the literature
describes. This underutilization occurs because nonprofit organizations lack strategy, which
translates to a lack of strategy on the part of their interns. There is also a general trend of
underutilization of social media features that echoes what I found in the literature. One intern
suggested that because social media is used less for “sales” and instead more for
engagement/community building in the public sector, there is less emphasis on growth or
strategy than in the private sector. Some interns recognized this concept of different levels of
engagement, like the difference between information dissemination, community engagement,
and action, but just as the literature concludes, nonprofits are failing to reach the “action” level of
engagement. An intern-supervisor pair who were both interviewed suggested that their social
media has dual audiences: internal (the participants, who often had questions or were seeking
services) and external (volunteers, donors, the larger community, other nonprofits, who seek
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information and receive calls to action). If the majority of nonprofits do conceptualize their
audience this way, then perhaps those internal audiences may be receiving lower levels of
engagement compared to donors, which would support the literature’s findings. Overall, the use
of social media features to create engagement is much less emphasized in the interviews than in
the literature, again suggesting that nonprofits are failing to utilize social media to its fullest
potential.
As a whole, there is a disconnect between the expectations of supervisors compared to
their ability to ensure interns are equipped to meet those expectations, often due to either internal
factors like a lack of explicit discussion and instructions, or to external factors like inefficient
organizational strategies. This disconnect in expectations is both a product of the digital natives
framework and the tendency for organizations to both undervalue and underutilize social media.
Solutions for Supervisor Preparation and Organizational Strategy. The solutions to
this problem are again, mostly long-term strategy changes, although there are some immediate
first steps supervisors can take. In the long-term, managers need to do additional upfront work
about setting expectations and realistic plans to meet them while actively working to make social
media more of a priority within their organization. This solution is more demanding, but in order
to really fix the problem for both the internship and the organization as a whole, nonprofits must
completely rethink their social media strategy, and supervisors may be in the best position to
begin this change. By examining the theory found in the literature while listening to the concerns
of staff, nonprofits can work to make this strategy both effective and feasible. This change may
not be achievable in the scope of a single internship, but it should be a priority for every
nonprofit to make future internships more successful. As these internships will help them to
serve the company goals, nonprofits will benefit from this change, as well.
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In the short-term, supervisors can begin to address this problem by providing their interns
with a more detailed job description and goals to meet, as well as additional guidance on best
practices. Interns and supervisors identified several of these best practices. They suggest that
interns should always be collecting content from a variety of sources (photos, videos, articles,
quotes) to make creating posts easier in the future. They can even pre-make these posts and
schedule them using software programs to streamline the process. Finally, the interviewees
suggest that interns should always consider their target population’s demographics: the audience
influences what kinds of vocabulary and language they use. This practice will help their content
be more clear, consistent, and substantive. By providing interns with these practices, nonprofits
can begin to work towards a more developed strategy to meet their social media goals.
Example. One supervisor, “Jean,” highlights that strategy is lacking and undervalued in
the nonprofit sector specifically in comparison to her current job in the private sector, and this
lack of strategy is detrimental to both the internship process and to the nonprofit. First, Jean
argues that her first nonprofit position “was less strategic than in my role now, a lot of it was just
getting content out, sharing what was going on at [the nonprofit]. You weren’t selling anything,
so we weren’t focused totally on growth”. Because her role was lacking in strategy and purpose,
she didn’t receive any job training when she started, demonstrating several issues with both
strategy and training.
In addition, Jean’s example demonstrates how undervalued social media is in nonprofits.
In her own words, “Social media was kind of like one part of a lot of different roles that I did
there, and I feel like that’s probably really common in nonprofits. They can't afford to have like
one person just run social media all day long”. This concept echoes what I found in the literature:
nonprofits fail to allocate resources to social media because it is less of a priority, and so the
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employees who are responsible for social media feel overwhelmed. The organization’s
undervaluing of social media directly harmed her abilities as a supervisor, because the
organization:
Didn’t really have one social media role, so there wasn’t a book of like, this is our voice,
this is how we say these things, this is how we present. A lot of times in the beginning I
would have to go in and edit a lot of posts, and it wasn’t because of anything that [the
intern] was doing wrong, it was just because that’s not how we would say things and I
think once she was able to get the voice down, it was a game-changer. I didn’t have to
watch as closely... It was really helpful to me and the organization because I could focus
on other jobs that I was doing, too.
This quote demonstrates that by failing to create an explicit and documented strategy, nonprofits
are making their employees less efficient. Not only is this inefficiency damaging to the
organization’s ability to meet its goals, but it is also time-consuming and frustrating for the
supervisor.
Another quote from Jean reveals her assumptions about digital natives, which also
explains why nonprofits may believe that interns don’t need explicit training on strategy. She
claims that for interns, “most of the training was really just the experience they came in with, and
the benefit of that was that they're all younger and so they all know how to run social media and
it’s no big deal for them. It’s not like teaching grandma how to use Instagram or anything like
that.” Even though this supervisor recognized earlier in the interview the importance of
providing interns with details about the organizational strategy, she too downplays that
importance because of an assumption that they are digital natives. By undervaluing social media,
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nonprofits are failing to give the time, resources, and labor that it takes to effectively create a
strategy, which leads to less efficiency on the part of their supervisors and interns.
Jean provides a few suggestions for how to remedy this problem as a supervisor,
including training on best practices. She argues that training is important is because it is during
that process that supervisors can make the organizational strategy explicit to interns. Jean
provides one best practice that interns can use to address one of the most difficult parts of
learning nonprofit strategy, which she argues is the messaging and voice. Her technique is that
interns should “think of whose voice [the social media account] mimics.” If the account seems to
mimic the CEO of the organization, start paying attention to the CEO’s vocabulary in meetings,
for example. By emulating their voice on social media, interns can carry out their strategy more
effectively. Jean’s technique demonstrates that supervisors can train interns on best practices
such as these to help the intern get a handle on the organizational strategy.
Another supervisor, “Marc,” describes his process of supervision and how he conveys the
organizational strategy to his interns, and his examples can provide a guide for supervisors on
making sure they have a detailed strategy for social media as well as providing interns with a
detailed job description. Marc and his intern set up a time to:
Go over what she’s doing, we talk about emotions, we talk about appreciation of different
cultural traditions, about programming. So she understands why we post on social media,
why we are doing this and what was the reason, why it’s so important that we keep
working for human dignity, for social justice, and why we provide quality services, that
it’s not just one thing that we do. You need to understand that in order to write something
about what we do.
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Marc took the time to address the intern’s expectations and preconceived ideas explicitly, while
providing instruction on the organizational mission, goals, values, and messaging. This
information was crucial to the intern’s ability to fulfill their role at the organization.
The examples of Marc and Jean demonstrate that while there are problems with
nonprofits undervaluing social media and failing to strategize, supervisors can combat this
problem by not only developing a more efficient strategy in the long term but also working with
their interns to give them a better idea of best practices and their job description so they can carry
out that strategy in the short term.
Internship Phase
The center of the model deals with the interpersonal relationship between the intern and
supervisor during the internship, and this area offers the most opportunities for change to
improve the experience for both parties. I provide another model, this time a Venn diagram, to
demonstrate where exactly this improvement is occurring: during the managing of expectations
between the interns and supervisors. Essentially, this model is describing what interns know and
do before the internship on the left, what supervisors know and do before the internship on the
right, and what happens during the internship in the overlap. Interns typically come in with their
own expectations about what the internship will look like, often with some kind of formal
education or past experience with social media. Often, however, these expectations are unmet or
the experience surprises them.2 Supervisors also come in with their expectations for the
experience, and they are responsible for managing the social media strategy of the organization
before the internship, as well. However, their expectations about the interns may be

2

Perhaps certain University institutions, like internship or career offices, can act as an
intermediary between nonprofits and interns. By helping interns manage their expectations, they
can improve this process in the pre-internship or internship phase. Interns and supervisors,
likewise, could provide information to these institutions in the post-internship phase to support
these institution as they work to improve future internships.
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unmet, while the strategy of the organization may be flawed or even nonexistent, which burdens
both the intern and the supervisor. When the expectations of interns and supervisors collide
during the internship, this conflict can lead to several problems with interpersonal relationships
in the workplace and the guidance or training that interns receive from their supervisors.

Figure 2: Elements of the Interpersonal Relationship Between Interns and Supervisors

Problems with Supervisor-Intern Relationships and Training. The area of the model
where supervisor and intern expectations merge has perhaps the most reported problems, both in
training and interpersonal relationships, but also the most feasible opportunities for solutions. In
general, interns feel underprepared, undertrained, and overwhelmed. They are often expected to
learn from observation or trial and error, but interns reported varying levels of success for this
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strategy along with a preference for explicit training and information. Others suggested that
things about social media were “just a matter of knowing”, as if interns are expected to know
things without guidance instead of being explicitly told. Supervisors, on the other hand, are
overburdened by the time and resources it takes to properly manage and train an intern in
addition to their full-time job, and are even sometimes frustrated by a lack of commitment from
their interns. One supervisor explained that there are “unwritten rules” of nonprofit social media,
but I would argue that supervisors have a responsibility to make these implicit things explicit,
both to prevent interns from feeling overwhelmed and so the nonprofit adequately receives the
support they require from the intern. I experienced this problem, as well. It was sometimes
difficult to coordinate my efforts with the social media coordinator because all posts had to be
approved by the Executive Director. As a result, I would often be asked to remake a post several
times or go through several rounds of edits to meet guidelines that were not given to me
explicitly ahead of time.
Furthermore, some interns may experience training as a process where they are learning
from each other rather than from a top-down perspective. While drawing from the experience of
past interns and teams of interns was helpful, they also expressed a desire for more guidance
from the organization. Even though larger teams have better quality and quantity of content,
nonprofits are likely to keep their teams small for financial reasons despite being detrimental to
their capacity. As I mentioned in the supervisor expectations section, many organizations with a
small team expect their social media to look like organizations that have a much larger team and
more investment into it. As this example demonstrates, this disconnect creates problems in the
interpersonal relationship between interns and coworkers when their expectations are unmet.
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There is an interpersonal aspect to the training, therefore, between interns and other coworkers in
addition to between interns and supervisors that must be improved.
Some supervisors suggested that interns are fully responsible for shaping and executing
the message, but this is an area where interns require the most training and resources. Social
media may be the first or only interaction community members have with a nonprofit, so creating
an effective voice is crucial for nonprofits to meet their goals. For this reason, it may be unwise
to have an intern with little experience with social media and perhaps no more than a month or
two experience with the organization itself to be the sole online representative for that nonprofit.
One intern mentioned that she used her own voice to create the messaging, but didn’t comment
on whether or not her strategy was successful. As this intern also expressed feeling
underprepared for their role and having no prior experience with social media, I believe it’s safe
to conclude that understanding the messaging of the organization is crucial to feeling
comfortable in their role, as many stated that it was the most difficult adjustment of their
internship. Therefore, messaging and voice are two aspects of social media internships that if for
nothing else, nonprofits should provide direct training and resources to their interns.
In terms of interpersonal relationships, interns reported feeling undervalued and undersupported. They expressed that they wished their supervisors were aware of how overwhelmed
and anxious they felt because being in such a public role with no training made them feel
vulnerable, especially when it comes to dealing with negative PR. The nature of social media
requires so much time outside of work and is highly demanding for interns, but the onus of
maintaining a boundary between their work and personal time is placed on interns instead of the
organization, causing them to have to streamline their process. While some interns felt like the
stereotype of an intern making coffee runs was untrue, others reported that they did in fact feel
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like their employer was taking advantage of their role. Interns implied that they felt like asking
their supervisors questions was burdensome, despite that being their advice for future interns.
Interns expressed feeling more comfortable with employees closer to their position in the
hierarchy and more intimidation with senior-level employees. However, there was one intern
who had close relationships with the executive officers of the organization. They expressed
feeling more included in the organization as a whole and a more positive, team-oriented
company culture. This contradiction in the code actually offers a suggestion for how to improve
team dynamics by having less of a hierarchal structure and culture. In general, interns reported
that when they had a worse relationship with their supervisor, they felt less comfortable in their
role. Essentially, this category of data reveals that interns feel undervalued and under-supported
within the internship structure.
From the other perspective, supervisors felt both responsible for the quality of their
intern’s experience but also frustrated by constraints in time and capacity. Supervisors reported
feeling eager to support interns, and many expressed the idea that they were “passing the torch”,
as they had been interns themselves at one point. On the other hand, some felt uncertain about
what their interns needed from them or unsure how to manage their time effectively. In
supervisor Emma’s own words:
“It’s hard to gauge how their time is being spent and to know what feels like an
appropriate ask from me ... For the time it would take me to fully explain something, I
could do it in half the time. But as an intern, all you really want is someone to explain
something to you ... So I think it’s finding that balance of knowing, okay, this is going to
too big of an ask and too much to explain right now, but this I can explain and will help
inform the other person and teach them and help them grow, because I’ve had so many
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people invest so much time in me and my internship that I want to be able to do the same
for other interns.”
There is a struggle between wanting to support interns as much as possible but being restrained
by time and the supervisor’s responsibilities to the organization. In the direst cases, supervisors
were frustrated with an apparent lack of commitment from their interns, feeling like they “don’t
take it as seriously”. Considering the significant amount of time it takes for a supervisor to
manage an intern, this attitude is especially frustrating. In fact, the same supervisor pointed out
that with interns, “the level of back-and-forth that it takes to get something posted and the hours
and the time that goes into each post ... can really slow down the process to a degree that it can
almost be hurtful to how much content that we’re getting out.” Finally, supervisors recognized
that while many interns said they valued feedback and criticism, they sometimes felt
uncomfortable giving it formally. The data reveals that from the supervisor perspective, the
interpersonal relationship is both gratifying and frustrating.
There was one thing in the interviews that I was surprised wasn't found in the literature,
which is information about how to handle mistakes. Interns naturally make mistakes, and
because they are meant to be in a learning position, they should feel comfortable doing so.
However, the fact that these mistakes are public and represent an organization complicates this
fact. While many intern mistakes may be caught before posting during the first few weeks when
supervision is typically higher, many supervisors suggested that after a certain period they are no
longer “looking over their shoulders,” so to speak. Several interns mentioned having to delete
posts that didn’t match the organizational message, for example, but once posted on the internet,
things can be screenshotted or saved. Surprisingly, there is little information in the literature
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about how to encourage a safe environment for interns to learn and try things with social media
while maintaining the organizational brand and reputation.
In conclusion, there are several problems that both interns and supervisors face in their
interpersonal relationship. Overall, there’s a lack of formal training for interns, which makes
them feel uncomfortable, and at the same time they wish there was more empathy and
understanding for their position. Supervisors want to support their interns, but they might feel
uncomfortable giving feedback or unsure how to manage their intern’s time. These problems
complicate the interpersonal relationship between supervisor and intern while preventing them
from achieving the goals of the organization.
Solutions for Supervisor-Intern Relationships and Training. The solutions to the
supervisor-intern relationship problems are much more achievable during the course of a single
internship, as they include more immediate changes like certain resources and communication
strategies. In the short term, it is important to fill the gap in the training process that occurs
throughout the internship, but especially at the beginning. Here is a list of resources that interns
expressed interest in, which either managers should create to make their interns more
comfortable and efficient, or interns should request to better align the internship with their needs:
Before you start:
•

Job description: what specific duties do you expect of your interns? What kind
of work environment and culture can your intern expect?

•

Sector specifics: how do nonprofits use social media differently than private
companies? What are the “unwritten rules” of nonprofit social media?
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Resources for Posting:
•

Post examples: what are some previous posts that you’d like interns to
emulate?

•

A database of potential content that interns can use while on the job: does the
organization already have a content calendar or a photo file? Make sure the
intern has something to start with.

•

Timing specifics: what times are generally the most successful in getting
engagement from your followers?

•

Messaging specifics: are there specific phrases you always prefer to use in
social media? (i.e. intimate partner violence vs. domestic violence,
organizational “lingo”) Keep a list for your intern so they sound more like the
organization they are representing.

•

Guide for next interns on hashtags and handles: list out the account
information for partner and donor organizations as a reference sheet for
interns. This list will make engagement and community easier to manage.

Problem-Solving Strategies:
•

Responses to negative PR: what kinds of negative PR has your organization
received? Be honest with the intern about what they might expect to respond
to, and give potential language that can help them formulate a response to any
negative messages or complaints. How fast they respond to these messages
has an impact on how your organization is perceived by others, so it’s best to
be prepared ahead of time.
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Communication expectations: How often are interns and supervisors
scheduled to meet? What should either party do if they have a problem they
would like to raise? Who else can the intern go to for help?

Furthermore, supervision and training are key for interns to feel comfortable, confident,
and supported in their role, so supervisors and interns should communicate effectively during
this training process to improve the relationship. Supervisors should focus on making the implicit
“way of doing things” explicit for their intern, who may be unfamiliar with organizational or
sector norms. They should also discuss the values and convey the culture of the organization to
make the organization feel more inclusive and approachable rather than hierarchical. Supervisors
may want to evaluate their workload at the organization to ensure that they have the time and
space available to properly manage an intern without being overwhelmed, and they may want to
seek out resources that the organization might already have for training interns. Interns, on the
other hand, should be open with their goals and comfort zones while taking the initiative to ask
questions when they are inexperienced. Interns and supervisors alike should take the initiative to
“manage” the mentorship. In my experience, the best supervisors lay out the job description at
the start of the internship, regularly check to make sure the intern is learning what they hoped to
be learning, and then evaluate the intern performance continually and at the end of the position.
Especially in situations where the intern may be beholden to several departments, a good
immediate supervisor is certain to filter out requests from other departments that are too
demanding, to prevent the intern from feeling like they are being taken advantage of.
These solutions, theoretically, could happen immediately in any internship – however,
this is not to say that they are not time and resource consuming for interns and especially
supervisors to take on. Supervisors will undoubtedly have job responsibilities other than
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managing interns. However, these solutions can be approached with the mindset of putting in the
effort at the beginning to make the intern more comfortable and efficient, so that way the interns
can confidently work to reduce the future workload that would otherwise fall on the supervisor.
My relationship with my supervisor, as well as the way that she trained me, reflected this
dynamic. She was attentive to my goals for the internship, provided me with a variety of tasks to
learn as much as possible, and had weekly check-ins to ensure that I was comfortable in my role
and performing well. In return, she felt comfortable giving me tasks that she would have had to
do otherwise. As these solutions are more achievable in the course of a single internship, this
section would be a great place for interns and supervisors to start.
Example. “Marc” provides several examples of problems and solutions within
interpersonal relationships, such as the digital natives debate and his training process. He is the
Executive Director of a nonprofit in Louisville, and he has been working for this organization for
most of his life. This age difference between himself and the nonprofit’s interns, however, can be
especially difficult when trying to adjust the organization’s social media messaging.
Surprisingly, he described his experience as a “tension between an old guy who is getting to the
end of his time at an institution and a new group of people who are conquering the world” when
interns have differing opinions on the messaging. His example demonstrates how the digital
natives debate can also lead to difficult interpersonal relationships – while Marc feels like he
better understands the organizational values and message, the interns may feel like they have
been hired for their expertise on social media because they are part of the younger generation,
therefore, there is a clash between organizational knowledge versus social media knowledge.
While the relationship between intern and supervisor was generally positive otherwise, there
seems to be a sense of “butting heads” about strategy due to the difference in age and ideas.
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Marc also describes that his supervision takes quite a bit of time, but his intern suggests
that perhaps this extra time may be better spent creating resources that can be reused with each
internship. Marc’s process is essentially trial-and-error, where if the interns suggest a post that
doesn’t meet the approved messaging, they will be requested to change it. Once they have a good
idea of what the organization is looking for, they are entirely responsible for carrying out that
message. This example shows how rather than giving interns resources to guide the messaging or
learning from direct training, they are trained with on-the-job tasks, instead. His intern “George,”
who I also interviewed, confirmed this statement. He describes learning the most from the
previous intern and from trial-and-error with the messaging, which he argues are effective
tactics. However, he also emphasizes that he wishes he had had additional resources from the
organization to make them more comfortable with messaging problems like negative PR. While
supervision and trial-and-error may not always cause problems, they may also leave interns
without the tools to solve other problems. Therefore, the time it takes to supervise multiple
interns may be more efficiently spent creating training resources that can be used several times.
While the example of Marc and George may have had some problems with training and
interpersonal relationships, George also provided some solutions for the training process. After
his internship was completed, he realized how often he interacted with the organization’s
partners on social media: “I had to go the first few times and find out those hashtags, or
Instagram handles, or Facebook page handle so that I could use them for the future posts or
future tagging and I think for an organization that just kind of seems like a no-brainer to me ...
make it easier for the person coming in to do social media: these are the organizations that we
work with, highlight, or partner with, here’s all their social media handles and web URLs.”
While George’s strategy is another example of interns receiving training from each other rather

NONPROFIT SOCIAL MEDIA INTERNSHIPS: A HANDBOOK

57

than the organization (in this case a current intern preparing to train a future intern), his strategy
does demonstrate initiative to improve the experience not only for himself but for future interns:
this principle drives the post-internship discussion below, and it can be incorporated into the
nonprofit’s training process to standardize it across internships.
Lack of Discussion on Post-Internship Phase
Within both the interviews and the literature, there is little information or commentary on
what happens after the internship is completed. However, this post-internship evaluation may be
necessary to address the more long-term solutions I have just proposed. There needs to be
sharing of information between nonprofit professionals and academic units that sponsor
internships, between old and new interns, and between supervisors and the leadership of
organizations, but this will likely be a long-term process. For example, the relevancy of certain
courses compared to practical experience would be helpful feedback to help professors adjust
course objectives. In the short-term, however, there are a few immediate steps that interns and
supervisors can take to make the most of the post-internship period. For example, the intern may
have insight to share with future interns who take on their role, while supervisors may have
suggestions on strategy to share with the management of the organization. The continual
reevaluation of social media strategy, course content on marketing, and intern and supervisor
expectations will create a loop in the information that I represent as an arrow at the top of my
model. This loop will work to improve not only the intern experience but both the education
system and the nonprofit, as well. Future research should explore the effectiveness of these
possibilities.
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Conclusion
In my experience, as well as many of the interns I interviewed, there are good and bad
aspects of every internship. It’s too simplistic, therefore, to say that nonprofits and interns can or
should immediately adopt all of the suggestions I lay out in these findings. However, what
interns and supervisors alike should take away is that before, during, and after the internship,
there are several problems to look out for, but communication and unpacking assumptions are
often key to solving them. The framework I provide here is based on ways that other interns
have solved those problems, but supervisors and interns should discuss what works best for them
and modify this framework as needed. That is perhaps why the interpersonal relationship
category had the largest number of problems: without communication and guidance between
interns and supervisors, problems in all three categories cannot be addressed.
Because of the limits of this study, there is much room for further research. This thesis
offers few suggestions for how institutions can use the post-internship evaluation to improve the
first two aspects of the cycle, for example. In addition, the sample pool of participants is small,
so it would be interesting to survey a larger portion of the population to determine if these
findings hold, or whether there are other factors involved in nonprofit social media internships
like pay or academic credit that may be revealed. Nonprofit social media internships is such a
specific category that there is relatively little research out there, and there is much to be done
going forward.
This research reviews the literature relating to nonprofit social media internships,
explores new research on the experiences of nonprofit interns and supervisors through
interviews, draws on autoethnographic methods to incorporate my internship experience, and
uses institutional ethnography to describe how the intern-supervisor relationship is codified
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through its institutions. As a whole, this thesis works to highlight areas for improvement in
nonprofit social media internships, suggest potential solutions based in research, and makes these
problems and solutions accessible in a handbook format for quick and easy reference. Presently,
I hope the handbook that follows will be useful for both interns and supervisors to begin to
improve the nonprofit social media experience for all those involved.

NONPROFIT SOCIAL MEDIA INTERNSHIPS: A HANDBOOK

60

References
Bennett, S., Maton, K., & Kervin, L. (2008). The ‘digital natives’ debate: A critical review of the
evidence. British Journal of Educational Technology, 39. 10.1111/j.14678535.2007.00793.x.
Bialy, B. (2018, July 27). The guide every social media intern should read. Retrieved December
4, 2020, from www.haleymarketing.com/2018/07/27/guide-for-social-media-intern/
Blythe, S., Lauer C., & Curran P. G. (2014) Professional and technical communication in a web
2.0 world. Technical Communication Quarterly, 23(4), 265-287.
10.1080/10572252.2014.941766
Bortree, D., & Seltzer, T. (2009). Dialogic strategies and outcomes: An analysis of
environmental advocacy groups’ Facebook profiles. Public Relations Review, 35, 317319. 10.1016/j.pubrev.2009.05.002.
Campbell, D., Lambright, K., & Wells, C. (2014). Looking for friends, fans, and followers? Social
media use in public and nonprofit human services. Public Administration Review, 74(5), 655663. Retrieved December 4, 2020, from http://www.jstor.org/stable/24029413.
Canagarajah, A. S. (2012). Autoethnography in the study of multilingual writers. In M. P.
Sheridan & L. Nickoson (Eds.), Writing Studies Research in Practice : Methods and
Methodologies (pp. 113-124). Southern Illinois University Press.
Curricular guidelines in nonprofit leadership, the nonprofit sector and philanthropy (3rd ed.).
(2015). Nonprofit Academic Centers Council.
Daer, A., & Potts, L. (2014). Teaching and learning with social media: Tools, cultures, and best
practices. Programmatic Perspectives, 6.
Erskine, R. (2017, April 29). Stop delegating social media to your interns. Retrieved December
4, 2020, from https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/292307

NONPROFIT SOCIAL MEDIA INTERNSHIPS: A HANDBOOK

61

Firch, J. (2018, March 21). The best social media marketing resources for nonprofits. Retrieved
from https://nonprofitssource.com/social-media-marketing-for-nonprofits/
George, D. (2002). From analysis to design: Visual communication in the teaching of
writing. College Composition and Communication, 54(1), 11-39. doi:10.2307/1512100
Guo, C., & Saxton, G. D. (2017). Social media capital for nonprofits: How to accumulate it,
convert it, and spend it. Nonprofit Quarterly. Retrieved from
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/social-media-capital-nonprofits/.
Hou, Y., & Lampe, C. (2018, January 26). Social media effectiveness for public engagement: An
example of small nonprofits. Retrieved from https://nonprofitquarterly.org/social-mediaeffectiveness-for-public-engagement-an-example-of-small-nonprofits/
Hsiung, P. C. (2010, August). Lives and legacies: A guide to qualitative interviewing. Retrieved
December 4, 2020, from http://www.utsc.utoronto.ca/~pchsiung/LAL/home
Kanter, B., & Fine, A. (2010). The networked nonprofit: Connecting with social media to drive
change. John Wiley & Sons.
Lauer, C., & Brumberger, E. (2019). Redefining writing for the responsive workplace. College
Composition and Communication, 70(4), 634-663.
Learn about being a social media intern. (n.d.). Retrieved December 4, 2020, from
www.indeed.com/career-advice/careers/what-does-a-social-media-intern-do
Lee, K. (n.d.). Social media for non-profits: High-impact tips and the best free tools. Retrieved
from https://buffer.com/library/social-media-non-profits/
Lovejoy, K., & Saxton, G.D. (2012). Information, community, and action: How nonprofit
organizations use social media. Journal of Computer‐Mediated Communication, 17, 337353. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2012.01576.x

NONPROFIT SOCIAL MEDIA INTERNSHIPS: A HANDBOOK

62

Lovejoy, K., Waters, R., & Saxton, G. (2012). Engaging stakeholders through Twitter: How
nonprofit organizations are getting more out of 140 characters or less. Public Relations
Review, 38, 313-318. 10.1016/j.pubrev.2012.01.005.
Lupton, E. (2017). Design is storytelling. New York, NY: Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design
Museum.
Millennials and multimedia: Fundraising in the digital age. (2015, July 07). Retrieved December
4, 2020, from https://www.ruffalonl.com/millennials-and-multimedia-fundraising-in-thedigital-age/.
Miller, K. L. (2009, January 27). Tips for giving social media projects to interns. Retrieved
December 4, 2020, from
https://www.nonprofitmarketingguide.com/blog/2009/01/27/tips-for-giving-social-mediaprojects-to-interns/
Morpus, N. (2017, December 01). How to use social media to engage and recruit nonprofit
volunteers. Retrieved December 4, 2020, from https://blog.capterra.com/how-to-usefacebook-to-recruit-volunteers/
Morpus, N. (2017, January 27). How to boost followers on Twitter for nonprofits. Retrieved
December 4, 2020, from https://blog.capterra.com/how-to-boost-followers-on-twitter-fornonprofits/
Morpus, N. (2017, October 27). 3 tips to improve your nonprofit social media marketing
campaigns. Retrieved December 4, 2020, from https://blog.capterra.com/3-tips-toimprove-your-nonprofit-social-media-marketing-campaigns/

NONPROFIT SOCIAL MEDIA INTERNSHIPS: A HANDBOOK

63

Morpus, N. (2018, March 12). 4 tasks to make the most of your nonprofit interns. Retrieved
December 4, 2020, from https://blog.capterra.com/tasks-to-make-most-of-nonprofitinterns/
Myers, M. (2007). The use of pathos in charity letters: Some notes toward a theory and analysis.
Journal of Technical Writing and Communication, 37(1), 3–16.
https://doi.org/10.2190/2M77-0724-4110-1413
Nah, S., & Saxton, G. (2012). Modeling the adoption and use of social media by nonprofit
organizations. New Media & Society. 10.1177/1461444812452411.
Ostroff, H. S. (2015, April 03). How to use Instagram for nonprofits. Retrieved December 4,
2020, from https://blog.capterra.com/how-to-use-instagram-for-nonprofits/
Perez, C. C. (2019). Invisible women: Data bias in a world designed for men. NY: Abrams Press.
Prensky, M. (2001). Digital natives, digital immigrants. On the Horizon, 9(5), 1-6. Retrieved
from https://www.marcprensky.com/writing/Prensky%20%20Digital%20Natives,%20Digital%20Immigrants%20-%20Part1.pdf
Purdy, J. (2014). What can design thinking offer writing studies? College Composition and
Communication, 65(4), 612-641. Retrieved December 4, 2020, from
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43490875
Saldaña, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. NY: SAGE Publications.
Saxton, G., Guo, C., & Brown, W. (2007). New dimensions of nonprofit responsiveness: The
application and promise of internet-based technologies. Public Performance &
Management Review, 31, 144-173. 10.2753/PMR1530-9576310201.
Selfe, C., & Hawisher, G. (2012). Exceeding the bounds of the interview: Feminism, mediation,
narrative, and conversations about digital literacy. In M. P. Sheridan & L. Nickoson

NONPROFIT SOCIAL MEDIA INTERNSHIPS: A HANDBOOK

64

(Eds.), Writing Studies Research in Practice : Methods and Methodologies (pp. 36-50).
Southern Illinois University Press.
Smith, D. (2002). Institutional ethnography. In T. May (Ed.), Qualitative Research in Action (pp.
17-52). SAGE Publications.
Smitko, K. (2012). Donor engagement through Twitter. Public Relations Review, 38, 633–635.
10.1016/j.pubrev.2012.05.012.
Thought leadership: 7 social media dos and don'ts to help you ace your summer internship.
(2018, June 27). Retrieved December 4, 2020, from
www.wexinc.com/insights/blog/inside-wex/7-social-media-dos-and-donts-to-help-youace-your-summer-internship/
Wade, A. (2017, August 04). What I learned from my nonprofit internship. Retrieved December
4, 2020, from https://trust.guidestar.org/what-i-learned-from-my-nonprofit-internship
Waters, R., Burnett, E., Lamm, A., & Lucas, J. (2009). Engaging stakeholders through social
networking: How nonprofit organizations are using Facebook. Public Relations Review,
35, 102-106. 10.1016/j.pubrev.2009.01.006.
White, K., & Peloza, J. (2009). Self-benefit versus other-benefit marketing appeals: Their
effectiveness in generating charitable support. Journal of Marketing, 73, 109-124.
10.1509/jmkg.73.4.109.
Wymer, W., & Mottner, S. (2009). Marketing inclusion in the curricula of U. S. nonprofit
management programs. Journal of Public Affairs Education, 15, 185-202.
10.1080/15236803.2009.12001553.
Wymer, W., Sargeant, A., Scaife, W., & Madden, K. (2008). Curricular content of the marketing
component for nonprofit management programs: The practitioner perspective. Journal of

NONPROFIT SOCIAL MEDIA INTERNSHIPS: A HANDBOOK
Public Affairs Education, 14(2), 271-283. Retrieved December 4, 2020, from
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40215814

65

NONPROFIT SOCIAL MEDIA INTERNSHIPS: A HANDBOOK

66

Appendix A: Interview Questions3
To coworkers:
•

What experience do you have with social media personally? Professionally?
o Does this experience include any formal training?

•

What trends have you noticed among social media interns at your organization, like
things they typically excel at or things they usually struggle with?
o Can you describe a moment that you think exemplified that trend?
o What advice would you give them?

•

What do you wish the interns would have known or done going into the internship?

To interns:
•

What experience do you have with social media personally? Professionally?
o Did this experience include any formal training?

•

How did you feel your organization prepared you for this internship, both beforehand
and during?
o Is there anything you wish they would have done differently?

•

What do you wish you would have known going into the internship?
o Can you provide a specific example of when you really could have used that
information?

3 University

of Louisville Institutional Review Board Number: 20.0271
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Appendix B: List of Codes and Number of Occurrences
1. Relative experience
a. Personal
i. Level of personal use
1. Heavy personal use (4)
2. Limited personal use (4)
3. “big role in my life” (3)
ii. Purpose of personal use
1. Sharing art (2)
2. Diary (1)
3. Social Connection (4)
4. Politics (2)
5. Sharing information (2)
6. Expressing emotion (1)
7. Hone tech skills (1)
iii. Doesn’t understand definition of social media
1. Focus on tech first (4)
2. Focus on comm first (1)
3. Lack of understanding of personal use (1)
iv. Nature of personal use
1. Experience varies across platforms and individuals (1)
2. Forbidden fruit (2)
3. Personal strategy evolves (1)
4. Stress (1)
5. Popular (1)
6. “Crap” (2)
b. Professional
i. Purpose of professional use
1. External and internal are separate (2)
2. External communication for self-promotion and information sharing with
donors and volunteers (2)
3. Internal is program participants with questions (1)
4. COVID has increased the demands for social media skill (1)
5. Importance of social media to participants (1)
6. Platforms for information sharing among nonprofits (1)
ii. How is professional experience gained?
1. Observational learning is key (3)
2. Experiential learning is key (4)
iii. Nature of professional use
1. Professional is “different ballgame” (2)
2. Public = more responsibility (1)
3. Growing pains with technology (1)
4. Didn’t have to start from scratch (relative nonprofit success) (1)
2. Digital Natives
a. Assumptions
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i. Generational attachment (3)
ii. Generational innate knowledge (2)
iii. Generational stereotype (1)
iv. Generational tension (1)
b. Warnings
i. Don’t assume (2)
3. Training
a. Importance of Training
i. Shows that employer recognizes their needs (1)
ii. No training is demotivating (2)
b. Value of Educational Preparation
i. Has formal education on sm (1)
ii. No formal education on sm (1)
iii. Personal experience > formal education (3)
iv. Educational leads to preparation (1)
v. Internship as course requirement (1)
vi. No one size fits all in education (1)
vii. Fell into the role (3)
viii.
No education for many interns because fell into role (1)
ix. Fell into the sector (1)
x. Alumni connections more important than major (1)
c. On-the-Job training
i. No training (4)
ii. No prep from org, instead guide from past interns (1)
iii. Discussion about expectations (1)
iv. Training was helpful (1)
v. Structured lessons (2)
vi. Social media underemphasized in training (1)
vii. Conferences
1. Conferences aren’t always specific (2)
2. Conferences have insider info (1)
3. Conferences better in the beginning (1)
4. Conferences help with creativity (1)
4. Messaging and Voice
a. Why messaging matters
i. Representing the org publicly (2)
ii. Messages must be consistent (1)
iii. Lack of voice = more time spent editing (2)
iv. Interns were hired because they already understand the message (1)
b. How to learn messaging
i. Messaging is difficult to master (5)
ii. Messaging can’t be taught (1)
iii. Insider knowledge/experience (2)
iv. Physical closeness (3)
v. Mimicry (3)
vi. Supervision (6)
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c. What not to do for messaging
i. Don’t use your own voice (3)
5. Interpersonal with Supervisors
a. Intern perspective
i. Undervalued (1)
ii. Wants empathy from supervisors and coworkers (1)
iii. Wants awareness from supervisors and coworkers (1)
iv. Intimidation of a public role (1)
b. Supervisor perspective
i. Hard to gauge how time is spent by interns (1)
ii. Hard to balance giving tasks and explaining vs. doing them quickly yourself (1)
iii. Passing the torch (2)
iv. Wants to support interns (1)
v. Want interns to feel comfortable (1)
c. Feedback and Criticism
i. Give constructive feedback (2)
ii. “Flexibility to make mistakes” (2)
iii. Give time for improvement after feedback (1)
d. Hierarchy vs. Openness
i. Lower in the hierarchy = more interaction, less formal (2)
ii. Higher up in the hierarchy = less interaction, more formal (3)
iii. Structure is good (3)
iv. Loose structure is also good, leads to teamwork (2)
v. Openness with supervisors leads to creativity (1)
vi. Supportive mentorships facilitate growth (1)
e. Variations in level of supervision
i. More experience leads to more independence (8)
ii. Requires lots of communication (1)
iii. Supervision depends on trust (3)
iv. COVID heightened need for accuracy in social media (1)
v. Negative PR requires supervision (1)
vi. Leadership and management opportunities are important (2)
f. Work-life balance
i. Nature of social media requires more time outside of work (3)
ii. Use software to maintain work life balance (1)
iii. Sector influences work-life balance (greater need) (1)
iv. Misinformation/misconceptions about work hours (2)
v. Strange hours make communication difficult (1)
6. Interpersonal with teams
a. Why have interns work together?
i. Team-based learning is more comfortable (2)
ii. Teamwork reduces hierarchy (1)
iii. Feel included in the “family” (2)
iv. Teamwork gives confidence (1)
v. Balance incorporating others’ suggestions (2)
b. Task assignments
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i. Consistency is comfortable (1)
ii. Rotation programs give more variety of information (3)
c. Team = Increased Capacity
i. Successful teams have specialization/larger numbers (2)
ii. Smaller teams focus on quality versus quantity (2)
iii. Larger teams lead to more varied content (1)
iv. Smaller teams have more focused content (1)
v. Smaller orgs plan posts by the week (1)
vi. Larger orgs can plan for months if the content is consistent (1)
vii. Multiple platforms is time consuming (2)
7. Communication and writing in the workplace
a. Surprised at the level of writing (1)
b. Unmet expectations (2)
c. Mostly electronic now (1)
d. Less human interaction (2)
e. COVID
i. COVID increases time requirements of communication (1)
ii. Adjusting to challenges of COVID (3)
8. Why do an internship?
a. Value of internships
i. Career readiness bc responsibility (4)
ii. Interns have the ability to focus more than employees (2)
iii. Internships can open doors (2)
iv. Confidence due to experience (4)
v. Networking (1)
vi. Discover your dream job (1)
b. Perceptions vs. Reality of Internships
i. Almost forgets to include internship as professional experience (1)
ii. Negative perception of internships is untrue (2)
iii. Different interns have different needs (1)
iv. Intense interview process (1)
v. Internship balanced with coursework and other job (1)
vi. Interns need to be experienced (1)
vii. Interns vary in personal experience and skills (3)
9. Internship advice
a. Ask questions (4)
b. Pick transferable skills to work on, master them (1)
c. Explore your own interest in the field (1)
d. Treat internship like a real job (5)
e. Dress nicer than you have to (1)
f. Learn and be flexible (2)
g. Be proactive (2)
h. Learn about the company culture (2)
i. Learn about the participants (1)
j. Take personal responsibility for what you post (1)
10. Sector Differences
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a. General Observations
i. The sector influences how creative and flexible you can be (1)
ii. “Different ballgame” (1)
iii. Always interplay between public and private (1)
b. Private sector
i. Private sector is an educational experience (2)
ii. Goals are more advertising related (2)
iii. More investment in the private sector (2)
iv. Private = more focused, more training (6)
c. Public sector
i. Public sector uses fewer features (1)
ii. More variety of skills in public (2)
iii. Strategy
1. Not private sector means not concerned with growth (2)
2. Public sector goals is to engage supporters and volunteers, donors (5)
iv. Lumping
1. The broader the conference topic, the less relevant to sm (1)
2. Social media is often blended with other roles in nonprofits (5)
3. Lumping leads to worse job performance (2)
4. Expensive to have dedicated social media role (1)
5. Having dedicated role leads to better job performance (2)
6. “Big stand-alone job” (1)
11. Best practices
a. General best practices
i. Collect information from different sources (articles, photos) (4)
ii. Premake posts (5)
iii. Software can cut down on time (2)
iv. Efficiency (2)
v. Consider target population (1)
vi. Clarity, consistency, and substance (2)
b. Platform differences
i. Platforms have different audiences with different expectations (2)
ii. Relative importance of platforms varies (1)
c. Importance of engagement – best practice. (Difference in sector)
i. Engage donors with reminders (1)
d. Lack of knowledge about best practices/lack of strategy
i. Algorithms and timing (1)
ii. Benchmarks/appeasement instead of strategy (4)
iii. Goal is to reach, not persuade (1)
e. PR
i. Responsiveness
1. Responding to messages is important because algorithms (1)
2. Responding to messages important because public perception (4)
3. Responsiveness might change with new intern (1)
4. Responsiveness requires more supervision (1)
5. PR is time sensitive, prioritize it (3)
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ii. Increased accountability climate (2)
iii. Lack of guidance on negative PR
1. No guidance on public perception (1)
2. Responding to negative PR is tricky (2)
f. Misconceptions
i. Limitations of the software (2)
12. Resources required
a. Resources = comfort and efficiency (1)
b. Building a database of potential content (1)
c. Guide for next interns on hashtags and handles (1)
d. Responses to negative PR (1)
e. Timing specifics (1)
f. Sector specifics (1)
g. Messaging specifics (6)
h. Job description (2)
i. Post examples (1)
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